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FOUNDATION AND WALLS OF THE COLLEGE 
BUILDING. 

Letter from Prof. E. J. Morrison 1 op William and Mary 
College to Hugh Blair Grigsby. 

Contributed by W. S. Morton. 

Williamsburg, Va., Dec. 16th 1859 
My Dear Sir: 

Are the walls of the present college edifice those which were 
originally erected? This is a question of interest to you, and I 
therefore take the liberty of calling your attention to the follow- 
ing facts, which seem to me to settle it. Mere tradition, cannot 
prevail against them. 

1st. It is indisputably true that when the walls of the College 
were denuded several years ago, to be replastered, that traces of an 
extensive conflagration were brought to view. These must have 
been the effect of the fire of 1705, for that which occurred about 
the period of the Revolution was too slight to have caused them. 

3nd. The Rev. Hugh Jones, formerly Professor of Mathematics 
in this institution, and a contemporary of Governor Spottswood, 
in an account of the college-building, soon after it was first re- 
constructed, says "The building is beautiful and commodious, 
being first modelled by Sir Christopher Wren, adapted to the 
nature of the country by the gentlemen there; and since it was 
burnt down, it has been rebuilt, nicely contrived, altered, and 
adorned by the ingenious direction of Governor Spottswood; and 
is not altogether unlike Chelsea Hospital." 

When the walls were exposed by the late fire, evidence of many 
alterations, was brought to light. 

3d. The Act of the General Assembly of Virginia of 1693, 
locating the college under a provision of the charter of the College, 



i Robert J. Morrison was professor of history and political science 
at William and Mary College at this time. 
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prescribing "That Middle Plantation be the place for erecting the 
said College of William and Mary in Virginia, and that the said 
college be at that place erected and built as neare the church now 
standing in Middle Plantation old fields as convenience will per- 
mitt." The Rev. Hugh Jones informs us also that Governor 
Nicholson layed out the city of Williamsburg in the form of 
the cipher of W and M. The Act of the General Assembly of 
1705, which prescribed the present plan of Williamsburg, refers 
to an existing plan. The xxx th clause of the Act is as follows: 
"And be it also enacted that the four lots or half acre which 
at the first laying out of the land for the said: city, by Benjamin 
Harrison Jr. Esq shall remain and continue to the use of the 
said Benjamin Harrison, his heirs and assigns, and shall not 
lapse from want of another building thereon, anything in this 
Act to the contrary notwithstanding." Gov. Nicholson was one 
of the Trustees named in the Charter of the College, and after the 
institution had been located by the General Assembly, the site of 
the building was doubtless conform'd, to the plan of the city, 
to be built at Middle Plantation, where as far as is known the 
church was the only edifice then erected. 

The General Assembly was first held at "His Majestyes Boyall 
Colledge of William and Mary," on the 5th of December 1700, 
and here it met until the year 1705, when the college building was 
first destroyed by fire. This was a memorable year in the history 
of Williamsburg. In 1705 the General Assembly reenacted the 
act of 1699 which directed "the building of the capitol and the 
city of Williamsburg." During this year the present plan of the 
city was adopted. The main street, named after the Duke of 
Gloucester, was undoubtedly layed off with reference to the old 
church. It led towards the ruim of the College,. At the e:ist end 
of it the Capitol was built. In 1705 the general Assembly de- 
termined to build also "An house for the Governor of this colony 
and Dominion." Palace street, now known as Palace Green was 
then layed off. The sites of all the Public Buildings were fixed 
with reference to the new plan for the city. The fact that the 
College was burnt in 1705, and not known to have been ready for 
use until 1719, has hitherto not been satisfactorily explained. 
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But when it is recollected that between these years, the Capitol, 
the Palace, the jail, the Magazine, as well as the college, were all 
built in a substantial manner," and exceeded" as we are told by 
the Eev. Hugh Jones, "by few buildings ci their kind in England" 
we must be astonished by the amount of labor performed in so 
short a time, in a town so isolated as Williamsburg then was. The 
exigencies of the Government required the construction of the Pub- 
lic Buildings before that of the College. When these were finished 
Gov: Spottswood gave his attention to the re-building of the Col- 
lege. If the site of the College had then been changed, the building 
would have been conformed to the plan of the city, to a great de- 
gree then just built. But it does not conform to this plan. We 
must therefore conclude that Gov: Spottswood built upon the old 
walls, and that we have now the identical college edifice which was 
originally built in conformity with Gov. Nicholson's plan for the 
city. 

I hope it will not be long before we shall have the pleasure of 
seeing you here. It is a gratification to us all to receive a visit 
from you. You are aware that we are at work in our new or 
rather renewed edifice. Less than a year ago we lost all, but yet 
we have been gainers. We have elegant Lecture Rooms, com- 
fortable offices, splendid apparatus, and already about four thou- 
sand choice volumes. 

When you come up again do not fail to bring your little boy 
with you. Ellis will be most happy to welcome him. 

Yours very truly 
Eobt. J. Morrison 
H. B. Grigsby L.L. D 2 
Norfolk 
Va. 



sDr. Grigsby was a firm and devoted friend of the college. He be- 
came the last chancellor of the college in 1871. 



